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“He wakes upin the middle of the night and wants to go 
home. Its his greatest desire, day after day: its no comfort 
that he is home. He can't trust this because what he sees 
around him no longer corresponds to his memories. 
Home is certainty, a fixed point where, in the brutal tide 
of entropy, nothing changes. Without memory, there is 
no home.” 

—From Mysteries of My Father Mind, 
by Rebecca Rotert. 

Private Lives, New York Times. 
8/171/14. 


“Ifear lam writing a requiem for myself.” 
— Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart 


Overture (anticipation) 


When my father dies, it will happen 
asit always happens; a midnight drive 
across the desert, tumbleweeds 

over headlights, someone small house 


adrift in the distance. His own orphaned 
image receding into the horizon. 

It will be as easy as reclining my head 
against velvet cushions, though sharp 


as the panic of falling 

ina dream. And memory, that renegade 
apostle, that curbside huckster selling 

shadows and regret, will take his usual position 


before the footlights, his back to me 
as always, the black tails of his coat 
draping coolly down his back, parting 
with each fluid gesture. 


With his baton held high, 
he will cue the orchestra 
and begin to slowly, slowly 
tap out a two-four tempo. 


S 
Intermezzo 


When it happens, it will happen 
asit always does—inevitably, like a body 
in retrograde, poker face held firm, a disappearance 
in the night, a discordant departure — 
little elsewheres everywhere... 
Together we will be 
a confusion of white space—blank notes, thin 
and faltering in our dissonance—a final dissention; 
always going... almost gone. 
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Overture (resignation) 


When my father dies, it will happen 

asit always does; high wind through pipes, 
low fog rolling off the lake, 

a dream of drowning. Any 


sudden scenario 

that startles then subsides. 

l will be back in the ache 

of it, negotiating with ghosts — 


half orphan, half meteor. 
Likethe end of a performance 
it will have nothing 

and everything to do with me. 


It will culminate in reverberations— 

then ambient noise, the overture finally over. 
There will be polite rumblings 

from the audience, a scuff of heels 


on concrete, the whoosh and slam 

of ataxiarrivingand departing. 

l willsstraighten my scarf, like a flag 

of resignation and walk home in frozen air. 
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Phone Fugue #1 


I'm having a hard time 
being tragic these days, 
what that with that noonday moon 
chalked against an opaque sky; 
both shadows 
of their former selves. 
Like my 80-year-old father in the midst 
of another sundowner fog, 
relating ghostly hallucinations 
of his long-dead mother — she sat on the couch 
and shredded the pillows. 
Then she walked into the bedroom 
and locked the door. 


“It was only a dream Dad,” No! I'm tellin’ you, she was here! 


Oh, third-eye, oh prairie mother, deliver me 
from confabulations and mindless subterfuge, 
prolonged processions and funeral marches. Let megoon 
anointing my days with the easy ambiguity 
l cultivate so well; inscrutable vagueness 
of anonymity— 
even to myself. I like it that way. 


Place me not in the doldrums of daughterhood, officious 


secretary, the everyday savior a phone call away. 
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In Concert 
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Because the gantries in his mind fell short, 

my father no longer trusted the leaves 

and I questioned every misplaced word. 

We become a quandary of sonnets— two ends unable to meet. 

Off the grid, his thoughts held no allegiance to himself. 

No orchestra of commands awaited— his conductor of reason 
gone south. In the rigmarole of 2:00am he picked up the phone 

he thought had rung; no receiver to receive, only the dull dial tone 
to confuse. Seven-hundred miles away I continued..on his behalf 
to fire warning shots over every passing head. But he was keening 
his laments and I was keening mine— so loosely joined were we — 
we wavered together in a kind of monastic madness. Both of us off 
-synch downbeats, though pitch perfect in our resonance. 

Our double bass vibrated off every papered wall. 


Dancing Will Be Mandatory 


(One memory anda dream) 


The ballroom is empty 

save for my father slumpedinachair 
along the far wall. His cane rests 

against one Knee, arms crossed loosely 
over hischest. think he must be sleeping. 


His bent frame nearly fades 

into the flowered wallpaper. The music cues 
and I know I must get him on his feet. 
lapproach him without a word 

and slipone hand under each arm 


pulling back with all my strength. 

He is dead weight. Unable to arrange 

his own skeleton into a standing position, 

we tremble in unison. Chest to chest, our hearts 
clatter and thrum in clumsy syncopation. 


When I was twelve he once dragged me 
onto the dance floor at a cousins wedding. 
His grip was firm and commanding. 

I'had never seen him drunk, but Iknew 
enough not to protest. 


The music now is Baroque, antiquated 

and exacting. The speakers crackle and pop. 

A relentless spotlight follows us across the floor. 
I have become the puppet master 

and hheatruncated marionette. 


My arms shake under the weight of him. 
His feet plod along the parquet floor. 


The music pace has hastened, the volume increased. 


A waltz is called for, but our bodies can only waver 
in the feigned mimic of a dance. The double doors 
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to the hotel have been roped off with red velvet 
stanchions. Through the smoked glass I see 

figures move freely;a woman throws her head back 
in exaggerated laughter and men float like ghosts 
across the lobby floor. 


Naming It: A Libretto in Three Parts 


All of itisrelingquished now: Brubeck and Getz, Coltrane and low piano jazz on a Sunday 
morning, his sigh after coffee, the rustle and snap of the paper. No more Lena Horn or 
Sarah Vaughn. No more Stormy Weather and Can! Help Lovin’ That Man of Mine. Away with 
you Lambert, Hendricks and Ross, Vince Geraldi, Mose Alison, Ella and Satchmo too. 
Useless now is Rhapsody in Blue, Kinda Blue, Blue Rondo ala Turk. No more Save the Bones 

for Henry Jones or Ruby My Dear. No more finding him in tears listening to Mozartin.a 
darkened room. No more Seiji Ozawa, Itzhak Perlman and Pavarotti at the Met. No more 
shaking with laughter over Sheppard and Vonnegut. Gone are his rages at his father, 
dead some 40 years. Into the vapor are his rules to live by: Clean the tub after every use. Get 
something on your feet. Never be late. No more debates at the kitchen table. No more passing 
me the Times and saying read this. 


Ihave become the concert master 
andhhea vagabond 
of shuffle and weight. 


Gone now are Don Giovanni, Requiem Mass in D Minor, Pagliacci, The Three Tenors and 
Renee Fleming. As obsolete as Leaves of Grass, Captain My Captain, and Crossing Brooklyn 
Ferry. No more wing tip shoes and Old Spice, the crippled ironing board and starch for his 
shirts. No more Cool Hand Luke, and Bridge on the River Kwai. Gone is the Louisiana boot 
camp and Jerry Van Dyke on the upper bunk. No more nausea on the freighter heaving its 
way to Japan, 1955 Kabuki Theater, communal bath houses, strawberries the size of apples 
and days and days of silent snow. No more playing drums in the smok y clubs of New York, 
the Hindenburg explosion and being mistaken for the Lindbergh baby. Gone are the 
streets of Jersey City, stickball, his brothers and cousins perched on a stone porch. No more 
lounging on the Costa Del Sol, late night check-ins at El Camino Real or boxed lunches for 
the road. No more World’ Fair or Pan-American highway in the pea green maverick. 


I became the signal keeper 
and lighthouse. 
He, a rudderless ship at sea. 
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Vanished is the house on Gatty Street and its canyon full of rabbits, the split-level 

on Central Ave, the faded brick apartment in Heights Town, where his mute mother 
occupieda chair, the lemon orchard in Phoenix. No more Sardines on Saltines, Tofu 
and Soy Sauce, Mostaccioli in red sauce or Beni shöga on rice. No more cold beer after a 
run, or Bay to Breakers, cheering him on from the sidelines, no more Golden Gate Park 
or charcoal for the Hibachi, no more Balboa Park with its Eucalyptus waving goodbye. 
Vanished like Morning Becomes Electra, Long Day5 Journey into Night,and The Iceman 
Cometh. No more worshiping Whitman, Pound, O’Neilland Dickinson. No more Born to 
Kvetch or History of the Jews. Silenced is the Klezmer music and high praise for Rabbi Steve, 
no more 2:00am frantic phone calls to find his wallet, no more keys in the wrong door, 
running red lights, or calling me by my mothers name. 


Iam now the constant gardener, 
andheacommotion 
of wildflowers. 


Rehab Fugue #1 


My father is losing his mind 
andlam holding up 

half the sky. Maneuvering planets 
into perpetual night. 


Hourly he reassigns his possessions 
new homes: the phone in the suitcase, 
his wallet to the sock drawer, the TV 
remote asleep amongst the towels. 


Months earlier, after his storm of backfires, 

I stood sentry. The past and present rode out 
in tandem. He became an amalgamation 

of selves, refuting every synaptic misfire. 


Deepin the bog 

of memory, he could not tell 

the physician how many children he had. 
He mistook eggs for coffee, water for wine. 


From hisinclined bed he recited 

a lame rendition of Dem Bones; 

his elbow connected to the telephone, 
fingers to the wiresin the wall. 


In dreams I turned his stubbled face 
leftthen right, on aconstant quest 
for the angry son, fiery suitor, 

the father that never was. 


Eighty-two years and he still wants more. 
Even the struggle will do. Another round 
in the ring, the daily rope-a-dope 

of life barely keeping him akimbo. 


Whatever... release me 

from numb creation. Jam done 
with madness and its grey 
approaches. The nurses 


think hes charming 
and we all want to live forever. 
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Summer Minuet 
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lremember I had worked a full day. I needed food, a shower, sleep. 

I sat in my idle car outside the gym, the phone sweaty in my hand, 

while the parking lot’s blacktop wavered in the terminal sun. 

Il remember he had worked himself up 

into another angry pitch over the past. 

It was summer. l remember 

he referred to my dead mother asa bitch, several times— elongating 

the vowels— Baaaa..iii TCH. And though the words hit likea punch, 

lexcused him for his failing mind, his rightful resistance to death, his fading self- 
knowledge. 


I remember I whispered Dad, Ihave togo now. 


Interlude 


lam waiting for something to end. 
Each day an extended limbo— the hiatus of a life 
within a life—allspark and falter — 
ignition and idle engine. What word is 
to meaning, music is | 
to sound. 
Alldoor and door 
jam, cliff and precipice. 
How does one appropriate the life of another 
and not become failed adagio? 
Can be wheel to his rotation, voice to his thought, 
hymn to hissong—allsolace and supplication? 
We have become the soft blur between dream 
and dream-like, this room 


and the painting of aroom. 


Research Rubato 
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Let's begin with inquiry; was it his years as a ship-fitter? 
Deep in the steel hulls, the hot sparks 
unavoidable, leaving an unbroken wake on their way 
to the hippocampus? 
Or wasit the years of cigarettes restricting 
blood flow to the brain? 
The self-inflicted stress? 
The fall he took last summer? 


Allthe books say: You are dealing 
with ambiguous loss. 


Lets muddle in rumination; he often referred to himself 
as an encyclopedia of useless information..., 
the man with the answers, and though memory is not 
everything, he could still name his mother brothers 
in a second flat (George, Gene, John and Sam). 
The Jersey City streets of his youth 
even faster, but no recollection of my visit 
an hour ago. My name unnamable. 


Allthe books say: It is called the long goodbye. 
Be willing to let go. 


Lets end in mystery; the MRI report read: 
Normal shrinkage of the brain. 
Evidence— once again 
that everything recedes. 
My murky shadow a mishmash 
of daughter, wife, nurse and dream. 
Does he think I have forgotten him? 
Is his soul receding too? 


This will be my new liturgy: when there is much to remember, 
there is much to forget. 


Verismo 


The dying orchid 
over the kitchen sink gets me thinking; what is a life 
and what isthe memory 
of a life? How do tthe actual 
and the evoked converge? 
The recalled, and the imagined? 
What would we do if he were here now? 
Would we walk down Central Ave. arm inarm? 


Talk of thesymphony? How laborious Mahler can be, 


how childlike Mozart? Would his mind be of a piece, 


ora broken mechanism of decay? 


He is the reason I cringe 
at sentiment. Anything contrived 
or veiled in sweetness; inherited impulses 


buried in the nucleus of every cell. 


Now istheend 
of our broken legato. 
I must remake myself 
in the style of the Prima Donna. Take center stage, 
project my voice. The soloist at last. 
That little orchid 
keeps fighting for its life, 
and heends 
every conversation 


with away we go. 
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Phone Fugue #2 


“Incidentally, Ihave dementia. I don't know if you know that.” 
My father casually tells mea year after his diagnosis. 
I stifled nervous laughter. This blas€ announcement six months 
after Istood on a public street and sobbed 
into my husbandS chest, six months after 
l arranged in-home care, and called every assisted living facility 
in northern California, a year after 
we each signed a power of attorney form, a year after 
his doctor took his car keysandlsold his car, a year after 
he walked out of his apartment in his pajamas wielding an umbrella 


and yelling at the neighbor “I've come to kill the cat!” 
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Crossroads/Diminuendo 


This morning 
on the way to work 
Isaw awoman 


weeping. Trapped 
on the triangle 
of atraffic island. 


Cars sped past 
her on either side. 
She held no tissue 


to her face. She did not 
bow her head or stare 
at her shoes. 


She wailed, 
open-mouthed 
into the sunless air. 
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Rehab Fugue #2 


Whatacriminallam; 
livingin the now 
while he shuffles the parameter 
of awindowless room, 
constructing belts out of handi-wipes, 
attempting to spear ice with a fork. 
He plots his everyday exodus 
that fades into the paint 
before the thought is fully formed. 
l cannot cool his confusion, or rearrange 
the chairs in his mind. 
I can only echo his SOS; man-over-board 
became our calling card. 
A self-deceptive voice 
speaks to me in degrees— there is always the open sky, the elevator 
to the dining hall, his cancer-survivor tedd’y bear and Betty Boop quilt. 
None of which he thinks are his. 
The nurse reports: 
hes been in a fight with himself all day. 
He-.his only hostage 


and I-the detainee at the border. 
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Ocean Fugue 


The memory is beginning to fade. 
The repetitive replaying has lessened, psychic fracture 

nearly healed. For many years if someone said fear 
that California coastline would appear. 

My fathers wet chest, his arms clamped tight around my six-year-old body. 
His final fed-up insistence that I stop fearing water. 


I clung to his neck, screaming out in breathless bursts 


as he walked us deliberately into the ocean. His forward gaze did not falter. 


He did not whisper soothing words of reassurance, or try to make me laugh. 
His clinched jaw, his silent exasperation 
at my senseless dread ricocheted off the crescendo of white caps 


rolling their way toward us. 
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Apropos 
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Another day 
on earth 
and am idling 
at the half-open mouth 
of the Fremont bridge 
slowly falling 
back to rest. 
Nat’ voice from the radio lulls me 
with Can-dy, I call my suger Can-dy... 
Leaves on trees 
continue 
to flutter and sway 
under the same sun. 
The same wind 
doth blow. 
Reproduction is not 
on hold. 
Detritus and fenestration — 
Suffering and delights— 
thats how it goes. 
Allthe pretty little Nat King Coles 
in the world 
ain’tt gonna change that one, sister. 


Aria of Gratitude 


Passing a house under construction I think of my father; 
the deep pit of the basement’ exposed belly, piles of dirt, 
the skeleton of the open stairwell; new bones tilted together 
at odd angles. 
Some kind of nostalgia overtakes me, I see him gripping the seat of my bike 
and letting goat the right moment — my equilibrium secure. 
What he taught me with intention —that l could bear my own weight, 
that I was stronger than I knew, my legs would carry me far. 
Now, our years together float like archipelagoes in the distance; 
indecipherable at times—a mirage on the horizon, maybe there, maybe not. 
What bitsare we made? Memory and dreams, 
blood and bone. Paper kites 


floating above the trees. 
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Phone Fugue #3 
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Not knowing enough 
language now to say hello 
when handed the receiver, 
I hear my father breathing and the crinkle of a Hershey wrapper — 
My brother buys him the extra-large bars. He meticulously breaks 
each square, lays one on his tongue like a sacrament and folds the wrapper 
neatly over the rest. 
Dad? Yes? 
Howare you? Oh, just fine...silence, chocolate wrapper, sigh — 
void, void, void... 
Dad? Yes? Did youhave breakfast? Yes. 


Isthe sun shiningthere? Yes. 


Repository 


Is this what the body becomes? A sentient catalog 
of record and recall: story, event, dream and memory. 
An embedded checklist of minutiae that permeates 


flesh and embodies the archives of a life — 
where every gesture must be scribed 
on the gray slate of bones; a scrimshaw 


some lonely sailor held the point of a knife to, pausing 
to blow the white powder residue out to sea and staring up 
atthestarsin wonder at what to telland what to leave out. 
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Black Dog 


32 


Today as the sun receded 
from the face of the sky 
I walked the neighborhood. Taking the usual route 


past the corner store that sells eggs 
and ice cream, the playground and batting cage. 
Crows patrolled the parking strip 


like Italian morticians in their long cloaks 
and black hoods; studying 
the ground, nodding agreements with themselves. 


The small crescendo of children voices 
rose and fell with the breeze. I had craved the buffeting breath 
of fall, the angle of twilight 


that falls on roofs, plum trees, and basement windows. 
Slowly the trees appeared to hang 
their wiry-wigged heads as if in deep despair. 


The dilapidated fence surrounding the playground 
became an omen of neglect 
and the soft stitchery of pine needles 


under my feet just another form of decay. What gives? 
What dark switch in me toggles 
down instead of up? How do the receding lights 


on every north-bound car blink 
a message of fading loss? While the kids 
in their purple and pink coats continued to slide 


and swing, rise and fall. 1 set out with all the intentions 
of a saint, sunlight haloing me 
like some honorary sister of mercy and then... 


I spot that same solitary black dog 
roaming the soccer field and down Igo. 
l look for funerals, and l find them. 


Vigil 


I 

The hospice nurse was shaving his slack jaw when we arrived. Unresponsive 

was the word she had used. His body was a still plank on the narrow bed. 

He gulped deep seismic breaths, three minutes apart. My brother brushed his hair. 


1 
Because I knew hearing was the last to go, | said the necessary — we’re here Dad, 
you’re not alone. A corner of hisgown was stained red; liquid morphine, not blood. 


We took turns dabbing a wet sponge to his lips. 


m 

What else did the room contain? One black leather Dopp kit 

he’d had all our lives, the zipper broken. A nail file and two shoe horns, 

a few unfamiliar shirtsand a belt piled on a chair. How lonely he must have been. 


IV 

Il recalled him, years earlier, reciting Pound lines, gesturing with vehemence 
and agreement: What thou lovest well remains, the rest is dross. 

This is my inheritance; furyandacovenant of words. 


V 

We drove home through the icy grid of streets— November unrelenting. 
The nurse called at midnight — Hess gone. Did you want to see him? 

No, we agreed. We’d seen all he could give. 
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Where You Are 


I do not know what it is like 

where you are, 
but on planet earth 

the sun is shining— which illuminates and dapples 
and makes.one believe 


that all is well—though it never is. 


Do you still dwell in illusions where you are? Does the atmosphere quell 

your doubts? Do you doubt? 
Do you recall how music from the car radio could send us 

out of our heads and become the soundtrack to an entire season, 
renewing our youth and our courage, and better versions of our future selves? 
How it made the road up ahead so full of possibility? 


Remember how asong could do that? 


Do you miss how you moved through the world in your body? How it held you 
together, but continued to sputter and falter? 

Do you occupy anything like a body now? Or do you float thoughtlessiy 
in a cottony afterworld of anywhere-but-here? 

Are you free from desire? Are you out of pain? 


Isit allamusement, and certainty and love? 


lIam a Time Machine 


Igot this rig that runs on memories 
— Leonard Cohen 


This body, this engine that idles 
between 1:00am this morning 


and 5:00pm tomorrow. 


Not the body so much as the mind, 
which is to say memory and projection, 


jerry-rigged and built for speed. 


Here and back 
in the time it takes to conceive 


this room, the bed, and me on it. 


Suddenly it is summer 1972 
and that tarantula is making its way 


up my leg again, while my mother pulls 


at my hair with a brush. Now lam flung 
forward and locked in some fictitious future 


where Il finally apologize to my father. 


It changes nothing. He is still dead. 
His own past receding behind him 


at the speed of a broken reel. 
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Long Distance Dirge 


I dream I discovered a forgotten phone message 
from my father. His voice isthe same asin his final days: 
vague, sluggish, appeasing...a vestige 


of Jersey sarcasm around the edges. 
He is impersonating an editor rejecting my work (again). 
A bad joke he admits. He even mentions the title 


of the manuscript — something about children 
and death. 1 listen and think he must be calling me 
from wherever he is now. Is that possible? 


Do they have phones there? It does seem correct 
that he could reach me, regardless of the rules 
of mortality, the ether of timeanda distance that thin. 
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Few poets make ideas as tactile as Tina Schumann. At once readily 
accessible and piercingly ambiguous, Requiem: A Patrimony of 
Fugues presents both the heartbreak and the epiphanies involved 
in caring for a beloved parent who is gradually fading into self- 
eradicating dementia. Each deeply elegiac poem stands on its 
own while serving as yet one more critical juncture in this most 
remarkable sequence. The volume astonishes not simply because 
of its consistently remarkable phrasing or its myriad musical 
nuances, but because of the inventive line-by-line composing 
and the manifold interpretative possibilities on every page. 
Schumann’s achievement is that the brilliant verse rendering 
of her ministrations calls us back to her daughterly devotion 
over and over. 
— Kevin Clark 
author of Self-Portrait wilh Expletives, 
winner of the Lena-Miles Wever Todd 
Poetry Series Book Competition 


“It's a rare poet whose words plumb the depths of our lives with 
the resonant complexity of music; it’s an ambitious poet who 
attempts this. In Requiem. Patrimony of Fugues, Tina Schumann 
honestly and fearlessly explores what it means to lose a father to 
dementia. From the opening “Overture (anticipation)” through 
the final “Long Distance Dirge,” Schumann shuttles back and 
forth in time, reweaving her father and their complex relationship 
in memory as he frays. Despair is here, but so is redemption: 

“what he taught me with intention — that I could bear my own 
weight, /that I was stronger than I knew.” Every difficult note 
rings true; every poem will break open your heart, reminding 
us of our shared, fragile humanity.” 


— Holly.J. Hughes 

editor of Beyond Forgetting: 

Poeir & Prose about Alzheimer’s Disease 
(Kent State University Press) 
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